
MYSTERY SHROUDS OUR NATIONAL GALLERY 

The time has come, I think, for the Australian public to ask, quietly but 

firmly, what in heaven's name has happened to its National Gallery? 



It seems that a fine building design, approved by all relevant authorities, 

and needed to house a great, growing collection of paintings now mouldering 

in cellars, has struck political trouble. 

It has run headlong into one of those invi ible. reailtent, but impenetrable 

walls that abound along Canberra's twisting corridors of power. 
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A Kafkaesque air of surreali t frustrationJof elusive, evasive opposition, atill 

surrounds the non-appointment of the man recommended as director of this 

ga llery, Laurie Thoma . Now. with a silence fallen over the gallery building 
anh! 

itself, the -plot thins. 
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If I may remind you of the earlier history~ action on the long-diacuaaed National 

Gallery began in Janu ry, 1968. All seemed sunny and strai1lltforward when 

the Government approved the holding of an architectural competition for the 

gallery building. 



This Nation 1 Gallery was to be one of our great national monuments. one of the 

few select buildings permitted in sight of Parliament House. The site selected 

was tentative. behind temporary Parliament House, but that purturbed no- one. 

The competition. like nearly all architectural competitions. wa to select an 

architect and an approach to the problem rather than a firm design for a building. 

It was not an open competition. Twelve men or firm• known for their creative 

design and ca city were aelected by the National Capital Developm nt 

Commission and invited to enter. Their drawing• were euibited anonymoualy 

berore the judges who. after two daya, selected one design. The envelope 

which held the author's name was slit open in July 1968 ,y Mr. John Gorton., 

and the winner's name waa announced. It waa the t.lrm of Echr rda, Madigan 

and Torzillo. Sydney architect• with a long record of ima U e Nt.tber than 

enormous worlm. Colln Madigan was the partner responsible in • cue. 



Pity the lucky winner of an architectur.al competition for a public building 

in Australia! The trail ahead of him is littered with the broken dreams of 

Griffin. Utzon. the young group which won the Melbourne Olympic Pools prize, 

and many more. Yet each time when the prize is won and the champagne is 

still flowing everyone feels it will be different this time. Col Madigan was 

fairly ecstatic in those days. 

I have a more than general interest in the affair because I happened to be one 

of the judges of the competition. · The other two were Sir John Overall, 

Commissioner of the N. C. D. C., and J.B. McConnell, then President of the 

R. A. I. A.. We were unanimous in our aelection of the design, and it had atiff 

competition from the other entries. 



It had imagination and elan. offering fine hanging-spaces inside and a long. 

horizontally-strea ed exterior. It was nothing ll e any building yet built in 

the capital. and promiaed a new \reedom . . 

The first cloud came when Parliament voted in May, 1969 > to change the site of 

permanent Parliament Houae from the lake•ide to the place which had been 

tentatively allocated to the gallery. The architect marked time while a new at 

for the gallery went through the long process of ■election and e:umtnation; 

but eventually all that was done. A new •ite was approved by cabinet juat a 

year ago; and it ls a splendid one; near the lake. acr • the euormoua lawn from 

the National Library. 



Now the architect again bad some ground to work on, but be needed a ~lient -

gallery director to iDetruct him on detailed requiremettut. Th twas the 

main reason that a director was aought so aoori (but tbe Laurie Thomas story 
' 

does not bear retelling h re) . However, a fine .ml~ttute for a pormanent 

' director was found in Jame Sweeney. American profeaatonal gall r:, directo 

of great experie11ce, charm and Crankne••· Be m eral viaita h "• 

intervals r m~ months aa a completely revised acb e 

response to bi• sympathetic ~ae•tiona. 

Finally the two men bad a de ign hicb aatisfted both. Sweeney ia a 

perfectioniat d t man to drop praia lightly. He bu expreaeed hi• 

confidence in and staam for the new diesip several ttmea, publicly 

privately . Madigan, wh has now lived wi thia pllery 

roughne•aea and 

pure idea. 

e e•aary contrivances and hold• at lut w t 1 ka a 
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It h s a powerful, white, faceted form, big block auapended high on rnaulve 

pylons, glass-screen allit ·rather th.an windowa._ All a little alarming at fl.rat 

sight perhaps to- anyone conditioned by Canberra' Neo--Cluaica.~. It i 

uncompromisingly original-. having grown outwards from an hltenal 0.ow path 

for visitor• through great bland spaces in which nothing wlll count but the 

painting& and sculpture■. It is a mature design. It is all pllery; ~ntially 

one of the great gallerie of the world. 

When this design took final shape t year many ere apart from the architect 

and the aubatitut director were della-bted. The ealp •u approved with 

enthusiasm by the relevut a tutor;y diea: th Galleey Interim. C e ll. 

National C pital P lanning Committee, and National Capital Devel pment 

Commt•aion. It a eemed c rtain th t the National Art Collect built up r 

years and now •tacked in thouaanda of piece• in atorero.mi 

be brought to public light. 

relatively 
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And that was the point when the scheme ran smack, or plop, into that invisible 

barrier in some twist of a Canberra corridor of power. Since then~ no 

announcements, no statements. Only the usual rumours. 

If it is any consolation to Col Madigan, this sort of treatment happena only 

to unusually good buildings in Australia. 

I J 
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